














































regard to their value, feasibility, or desirability. Asking teachers “What else?”
engages their creativity. Sharing in the process of generating new ideas, taking
turns with teachers as one idea cascades and morphs into another, can open up
the process even further. Basic protocols for brainstorming include:

• Setting a minimum number of possibilities to generate
• Setting a time limit to keep things moving rapidly
• Withholding judgment or evaluation of possibilities
• Encouraging wild and exaggerated possibilities
• Letting no possibility go unsaid
• Building on the possibilities put forth by others
• Combining and expanding possibilities
• Going for quantity rather than quality

An excellent question for teachers and coaches to brainstorm around is,
“What could I pay attention to that most directly impacts on how things are work-
ing in this situation?” Another question is, “Where could I go and who could I
watch to learn techniques I may not yet have tried or mastered myself ?” A third
question is, “How could I handle this situation differently than I have ever tried
before?” Such questions expand awareness and make learning both self-directed
and enjoyable. When teachers are helped to identify and focus their attention on
what’s important, without being told what to do, they are nudged to make new
choices and to try out new behaviors with a minimum of resistance. The fully en-
gaged mind, freed from judgments and prescriptions, quiets negative self-talk and
frees up energy for change.

Whatever gets generated through brainstorming, evocative coaches assist
teachers to review the options and field test their ideas through learning experi-
ments that are challenging and yet not overwhelming. There is no way to predict
what any particular teacher will come up with, but we can dance with teachers to
play with different possibilities, to pick the ones that appear intrinsically interest-
ing and valuable, to design experiments to see what they have to offer, and to align
environments so as to make those experiments more fruitful. By assisting teachers
to become confident and optimistic about their ability to conduct learning ex-
periments, coaches become catalysts for growth and change. The old maxim,
“Where there is a will there is a way,” holds even more power the other way
around: “Where there is a way there is a will.” As teachers see a way forward for
improving their skills and performance in the classroom, motivation and move-
ment are sure to follow—at which point the dynamic dance of evocative coach-
ing starts all over again.
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Summary

Evocative coaching is a dynamic dance between story and design set to the music
of empathy and inquiry. Although the dance always contains elements of im-
provisation, the flow of Story–Empathy–Inquiry–Design serves as an excellent
starting point for new coaches as well as a challenging counterpoint for veteran
coaches who may be used to more traditional “tell-and-sell” approaches. Given
its foundation in adult-learning theory and growth-fostering psychologies, as
well as its demonstrated success in skills and performance improvement, evoca-
tive coaching holds great promise as it becomes an integral part of professional
learning communities.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. What did Galileo mean when he said, “You cannot teach a person anything.
You can only help him find it within himself ”?

2. How does evocative coaching differ from your experience of traditional
supervision and mentoring?

3. What is the best learning experience you have ever had as an adult? What
made that experience so wonderful? How has that affected the ways you work
with others?

4. What principles of adult learning theory are most relevant to your own
experience of learning as an adult? How are those principles different, if at
all, from the pedagogy of children?

5. What makes learning enjoyable for you? Why is it valuable to incorporate fun
into the coaching process?

6. How can you suspend judgment in coaching when you disagree with some-
thing someone has said or done? Why is this important to the coaching
process?

7. What happens to the coaching conversation when coaches get attached to an
outcome? How can you release attachment and engage curiosity?

8. Call to mind a particular teacher you know or have worked with. How might
evocative coaching enable that teacher to achieve instructional improvement
in ways that other approaches have not? 

26 Evocative Coaching
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